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The latest version of a new pres- 
idential order on government secre- 
: cy would require for the first time 

that officials weigh the public’s in- 
terest in the sensitive information 
before it is ever stamped “classi- 
fied,” according to a draft copy of 
the order. 

The new requirement is meant to 
discourage excessive classification 
of government documents and may 
provide new legal leverage to pry 
loose data that were unnecessarily 
kept secret in the first place, U.S. 
officials and independent experts 
said. 

Several experts praised the 
change yesterday but criticized oth- 
er portions of the draft that would 
require that documents automat- 
ically be declassified after 40 years, 
a period they said was too long. 
Most documents would not even be 
reviewed for potential declassifica- 
tion until 25 years had lapsed, and 
no deadline would be set for com- 
pletion of the review. 

“It is an improvement over the 
status quo, but only because the 
status quo is so miserable,” said 
Steven Aftergood, a senior re- 
search analyst at the Federation of 
American Scientists. “It is not the 
post-Cold War classification system 
that we need. The idea that the doc- 
! uments could remain classified for 
up to 40 years is just not accepta- 
ble.” Currently, there is no auto- 
matic declassification review. 

A senior U.S. official said the 
White House had determined that 
the draft, dated Nov. 10, does not 
adequately reflect what he called 
the Clinton administration’s “com- 
mitment to openness.” The official, 
who asked not to be identified, said 
the order was being redrafted to 
"see if we can do better.” 

The draft executive order was' 
produced by an interagency com- 
mittee of intelligence and defense 
officials supervised by Stephen Gar- 
finkel, director of the Information 
Security Oversight Office, who was 


given the assignment last April un- 
der a “presidential review direc- 
tive,” numbered 29. 

The directive ordered an inquiry 
into “what steps can be taken to 
avoid excessive classification ... to 
declassify information as quickly as 
possible” and to reduce the number 
of "special access” programs often 
hidden from the public. An earlier 
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draft of the directive, dated Aug. 
31, also was criticized by indepen- 
dent groups for promoting exces- 
sive secrecy. 

One of the key innovations in the 
August draft eliminated the lowest 
tier of classification— “confidential.” 
It was dropped by the interagency 
committee because “the practical and 
cost effects . . . exceed the perceived 
benefits," according to a summary of 
the new changes prepared by Gar- 
finkel. 

The administration has had dif- 
ficulty reaching a consensus on the 
reforms, officials said. “Many of the 
agency representatives on the task 
force do not share my enthusiasm 
for this draft and do not endorse it,” 
GarfinkeJ noted in a cover letter. 
“They have serious reservations 
about many of its provisions, espe- 
cially those that pertain to automat- 
ic declassification.” 


